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the early part of the century. This attitude though unhistorical, is
evidence of a growing sense of public decency and of a growing know-
ledge of social conditions. Petty had summarily classified the poor as
'the vile and brutish part of mankind*. Colquhoun and the writers of
his day who were most conscious of the shortcomings of the poor did
not ascribe them to original sin but to defects in the laws and the
police.
Later writers find a mass of evidence that at the end of the eighteenth
and in the early nineteenth century the state of things was appalling and
sometimes fail to realize that before this time worse conditions were
accepted as inevitable. Everything is relative. As the lights of London
seemed amazingly brilliant at the end of the eighteenth century, and,
after gas had replaced the old oil-lamps, these same lights appeared in
retrospect so incredibly dim, so, at the beginning of the nineteenth
century, did London seem clean and healthy compared with the unfor-
gotten past. Mr and Mrs Webb thus visualize in 1922 the London which
contemporaries regarded so differently:
To any Englishman of the present day ... transported to the London or
Birmingham of... a century ago, the most striking feature would be the
*	general nastiness* of the ground he trod upon, defiled with an almost
incredible accumulation of every kind of filth... the dense swarms of pallid,
undersized and wretchedly clad wage-earners, who constituted all but a tiny
minority of the population, might have been noticed ... to be perpetually
suffering from ill-health, and to be in fact, practically all either sickening for,
or recovering from, attacks of what we should now call enteric or typhus.110
Yet the most experienced London doctors of the time were deeply
impressed with the disappearance or decline of the diseases of dirt and
*	sordid living* that had formerly ravaged London.
Anyone who will be at the pains to compare the conditions of London and
all the great towns of England during the seventeenth century with their
actual state [said Heberden in 1807], and note the corresponding changes
•which have taken place in diseases, can hardly fail to consider cleanliness and
ventilation as the principal agents in producing this reform. And to this may
be added ... the increased use of fresh provisions and the introduction of a
variety of vegetables among the ranks of our people. The same spirit of
improvement which has constructed our sewers and -widened our streets aad

